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This paper discusses the ways in which a number of documentary films on climate 
change attempt to represent a consensus view through the use of the aerial 
perspective. It analyses the ways in which conflicting uses of the aerial view, to 
represent both industrial progress and environmental damage, are reconciled in 
documentaries such as An Inconvenient Truth. It goes on to discuss the relationship 
between the aerial perspective and the interviews also represented in the films, with 
the latter demonstrating a wide variety of possible political interventions. Like aerial 
shots, interviews are used to construct consensus and conflict but they can also 
demonstrate the difficulties in generating genuine participation and in using conflict 
constructively. 
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Introduction 
 
In my chapter for the volume Climate Change Politics: Communication and Public 
Engagement (Hughes, 2012) I explored the use of high angle extreme long shots, 
including aerial shots and space photography in a number of environmental 
documentaries about climate change. Through looking at a particular aspect of 
cinematographic representation, some aspects of the relationships between visual 
representation and environmental communication become more visible. What the 
aerial shot means as a position is part of this understanding. Following Carvalho’s 
and Petersen’s division of environmental communication strategies into three 
categories: social marketing, strategies of participation, and agonistic politics 
(Carvalho & Petersen, 2012), the chapter positions the aerial in twenty-first century 
climate change documentaries as consensus driven and hence it can be seen a form 
of social marketing of environmental attitudes.  
  
In the context of this conference gathering focusing on the concept of the 
commons, it makes sense to think about the aerial position as one which encourages 
the idea of shared mental and physical space. It is a position which necessarily 
contrasts with the close up on the body which emphasizes personal space. What I 
propose to do in this paper is to summarize some of the points made regarding the 
use of aerial overviews in contemporary documentaries on climate change. I then 
propose to link that analysis to some complementary issues concerning the framing 
of interview subjects in the same category of films. As with the high angle shot, the 
close-up on the body and the face has a particular history and again environmental 
debate has inflected this history in particular ways.  
As part of the exploration of these three kinds of participatory strategy, I will 
also be thinking about the interview presentations in terms of their positioning as 
attempts to engage individuals in deliberation. The documentary theorist Bill Nichols 
has proposed that documentary “modes” exist, which he defines partly in terms of 
the tendency within the film strategy towards more or less participatory techniques 
(Nichols, 2001). While Nichols’ six modes (expository, poetic, observational, 
participatory, performative, and reflexive) do not map directly onto Carvalho and 
Petersen’s social marketing, formal strategies of public participation, and agonistic 
politics, it can be seen that the general thrust of these categories, the thinking about 
how involved participants actually are in the deliberative process of decision making 
about the making of the film or the strategy about the environment, can be linked. 
The Aerial Shot 
In films, high angle shots have various functions. They are strongly associated with 
the establishment of location in particular, so that sequences that follow the 
establishing shot can be understood by the viewer as taking place within the area 
  
already mapped out from above. In documentary films about the environment the 
high angle shot also has a thematic function involving the relationship between 
human communities and the places they inhabit.  
In my chapter on climate change documentaries, I explored a development 
that has taken place in the cinematic representation of the relationship between 
human beings and their environments at the beginning of the 21st century. I 
contextualized this with an account of the history of the use of aerial shots in 
environmental documentaries from Pare Lorenz’s The plough that broke the plains to 
Davis Guggenheim’s An inconvenient truth. In my chapter, I drew on two publications 
that have traced this history, Finnis Dunaway’s Natural visions: The power of images 
in American environmental reform (Dunaway, 2005) and Cosgrove and Fox’s 
Photography and flight (Cosgrove & Fox, 2010). Both of these projects have traced 
the growing symbolic importance of aerial images as evidence for the increasing 
impact of human activity on the planet.  
One of the clearest and perhaps most obvious ways to understand the 
relationship between humans and their environments is through looking at the 
representation of housing development in aerial photography. In these images, the 
meaning of the word environment starts out in the 1950s as a neutral word to refer to 
the organization and management of built environments. As the environmental 
movement develops, the word “environment” comes to refer to the natural 
environment that is in need of protection from industrialization and urban sprawl. 
This ambiguity between planned and unplanned, managed and unmanaged 
environments becomes reflected in ambivalence about aerial shots depicting 
housing from the air. At the same time, awareness of the effects of industrialization 
turns images of agricultural productivity into evidence of damaging monocultures, or 
  
images of electricity pylons carrying electricity across the land into blots on the 
landscape or traps for wild birds.    
An early use of aerial photography to represent environmental issues can be 
found in postwar publications discussing the problems posed by town planning and 
the phenomenon of urban sprawl. These images have their own political context and 
can be seen to be part of a struggle to prevent the kinds of development that arose 
out of the uncontrolled exercise of capital in the 19th century. The purpose of the 
argument is to encourage central planning. In his foreword to E.A. Gutkind’s Our 
world from the air published in 1952, G.P. Gooch underlined the significance of this 
perspective for the new generation that will be responsible for designing the fabric of 
the human environment for the second half of the century: 
The discovery of the art of flight enables us to do a hundred things in 
addition to bombing our enemies and racing about the world. It allows us, 
for instance, to survey every portion of the earth’s surface from a new 
angle of vision, to supplement the detailed though limited approach of the 
earthbound observer by a synthetic perception which reveals familiar 
objects in a fresh light. Perspective is the key to understanding, and the 
whole is greater than the part. There is a new fruitful technique for the 
geologist, the archaeologist, the town-planner, the sociologist (Gutkind, 
1952). 
Within less than a decade this vision of the aerial view as a means to usher in a 
better world for heroes has disappeared, and far from demonstrating the new 
planned utopia the new aerial view is used more powerfully by organizations 
concerned about the protection of wilderness spaces. The planners’ images come to 
critique the world that is being created by them. What is more, the aerial shot of the 
  
housing created for the postwar boom comes to represent not only the despoliation 
of the earth but also the abuse of the human spirit and its need for wilderness and 
organic spaces rather than the “grids” of postwar modernity. This viewpoint comes 
about in the publication of Ansel Adams and Nancy Newall’s This is the American 
earth by the Sierra Club in 1960 and, as Cosgrove and Fox have noted, has been 
the dominant role for aerial images ever since (Adams & Newhall, 1960).  
In the continuation of the story of aerial images in climate change 
documentaries of the 21st century, a development can be seen that nevertheless 
illustrates a new twist. This change concerns an attempt at consensus construction 
of the kind described by Carvalho and Petersen in their introduction to the book 
Climate change politics. The process bears the traces of its history: from the 
celebration of consciously designed environments for the progress of mankind, to 
evidence of environmental damage, to a new interpretation which historicizes the 
images and integrates them into a strategy to unite the population in the fight for the 
future.  
In the film An inconvenient truth, after a sequence in which Al Gore explains the 
ways in which current technology can be used to get US carbon emissions below the 
levels of the 1970s. In making the statistics more concrete he signals a rallying call in 
his pace and emphatic delivery:  
We have everything we need save perhaps political will but, [acceleration 
in pace] you know what, in America political will is a renewable resource 
[applause].  [Increase in voice volume] We have the ability to do this. Each 
one of us is a cause of global warming, [black and white image flying over 
an urban housing grid is followed by a crowded street, followed by slowly 
moving dense six-lane traffic], but each of us can make choices to change 
  
that [computer generated images of an urban landscape with electric cars, 
is followed by an advertising image of a solar panel, a crowd of cyclists, a 
landscape of wind turbines] with the things we buy, the electricity we use, 
the cars we drive. We can make choices to bring our individual carbon 
emissions to zero. (1hr 20 minutes approx) (David, 2006) 
In this tiny sequence, Gore attempts to reconcile the reasoning of decades of 
planned economic growth with the arguments of the environmental community about 
the limits to growth, and proposes a technological solution which he hopes will 
generate political will. In the context of the film, the moving image flying over the city 
interprets the postwar period as one in which wealth has been distributed across the 
American population creating an infrastructure that has allowed for an overall 
increase in the quality of life. This is a point of view that is represented by Alex 
Steffen in his “bright green” manifesto World changing (Steffen, 2006). In this way, 
Guggenheim and Gore seek to represent the agenda of technological solutions to 
climate change as a consensus position which all sections of the population can 
support.  This sequence can thus be understood as a dialectical process, with critical 
information provided by the technological combination of photography and flight.  
The sequence of images in which this aerial view is embedded is sophisticated, 
combining virtual images with real ones. In the film as a whole, the aerial view is also 
no longer the most removed of shots having been taken over first by space 
photography and then by satellite images. In documentaries about climate change, 
these various categories of overview images of the earth from space and aerial shots 
are used as part of various arguments to make the claim that human communities 
can come together to agree the future. To be able to see builds the idea that it is also 
possible to prevent, to preserve, and to change and as long as we remain in the air 
  
in a position that is sufficiently far away to miss the detail these images are inspiring 
and empowering. 
In the documentaries, however, these images are alternated with interviews 
which seek to support the global overview and consensus building but in fact 
inevitably modify these aims in various ways. Since the film Housing problems 
(1935), the interview has been an important way in which documentary filmmakers 
have sought to overcome the expository tendencies of the form and to bring in the 
voice of the people affected by the issues. The documentary interview has provoked 
a history of debate on the ethics of participation and several movements have been 
founded based primarily on the articulation of the relationship between filmmaker 
and the subjects of the films.  Recent experiments in documentary interview 
techniques have continued to keep these debates live. 
The Documentary Interview as Social Marketing 
In the film The 11th hour (Conners Petersen & Conners, 2007), all of the interviews 
which have come from a process of “reaching out” to a diverse community of 
environmental and community activists are shot in exactly the same way with single 
individuals who look out of the screen and speak out their ideas into an empty space 
that contains the filmmaker and by extension the film viewer. The interview subjects 
are framed in a way that emphasizes them as unique and isolated. Speech, facial 
expression and gesture are the primary media for communication with the 
interviewer and the audience. The use of monochrome backgrounds isolates the 
person as a body so that the ideas can be universalized and contemplated.  
These interviews are thus acutely individualized in one way but they are presented 
as collective through the uniformity of the style of representation, and through the 
accumulation of voices similarly uprooted. Although the interviewer is present by 
  
implication, each individual speaks a monologue rather than being in dialogue 
because the interviewer is not offering any response, thus not really introducing 
deliberation, and not allowing each individual to hear any of the other voices. Any 
notion of collective deliberation comes out of the editing of the film designed to 
balance out the many different individual voices.  
There is a question about the kind of deliberation this represents. On the one 
hand, it is symbolic of the characteristically separated way in which experts put 
forward their considered arguments to the community in journals and books. On the 
other hand, it also creates a halfway house because we do see the individual people 
physically cooperative and present in front of the camera and thus participating in the 
project of the film. 
It is worth making a comparison here between this film about climate change, 
and Errol Morris’s enormously successful and paradigm shifting documentary The 
thin blue line in which Morris first introduced his ”interrotron” to cinema audiences 
and his method for discovering truth through the process of interview or cinematic 
interrogation (Morris, 1988). For The thin blue line, Morris in effect reconstituted the 
legal community of the courtroom – the police, the witnesses, the lawyers, and the 
defendant – in order to deconstruct it as a community and to demonstrate how its 
deliberations were distorted by the world out of which the community was derived. 
The interview technique here isolates the individual deliberately in order to allow for 
the scrutiny of the individual voice and to show how the collected voices could add 
up to a different conclusion from that of the trial. 
In using a similar interview method, The 11th hour also puts each individual 
expert and community representative in front of the camera for scrutiny so that the 
expertise on offer can add up to a conclusion about climate change. Rather than 
  
deconstructing an existing community, however, the film attempts to construct one 
out of voices which are actually quite separate even though they all express concern 
about environmental degradation and the future. This technique demonstrates the 
ways in which a new community can emerge out of different kinds of connectivity, 
including that which arises out of the making of a film.  
What is interesting about this process is that it is consensus driven, but the 
absence of disagreement or dissent also makes it highly perplexing in that these 
individuals are all so sure and yet nothing appears to follow from what they have to 
say. The message of the film is both magical and alarming because the solutions 
offered are not commensurate with the unanimity on the current and impending 
disaster.  
The Documentary Interview as Public Participation 
In the film Everything’s cool (Gold & Helfand, 2007), community is a highly significant 
word not only because it is continually used by the filmmakers and by the 
protagonists, but also because the participants contest it as a concept in the course 
of the film. In this film the sense of despair about the lack of a response to the 
forecast of disaster is palpable both in the ironic sense of humor used and in the 
melancholy expressed by the journalists and writers. An effort to create a bio-fuel 
acts as a particularly ironic response to the fact that the investigative van around 
which the movie is based moves around the country burning fuel and contributing to 
climate change. 
The interviews in this film are varied but always contextualised, ranging from 
vox pops in the street to more formal interviews set up in the family home. The 
interviews are concerned to show people in the environments in which they live and 
work and to show these environments to be part of individual consciousness and 
  
identity. The filmmakers ask questions as part of an explicit process of discovery 
focusing on the lack of public engagement with climate change.  They thus portray a 
deliberative process in which only one side of the argument is properly engaged. The 
other side is either indifferent or employs strategies to deny the need for debate. In 
its attempts to create public participation the film demonstrates how deliberation is 
avoided in a multitude of different ways.  
The film also shows environmentalists meeting and discussing the 
environmental movement itself bringing in a pair of researchers who challenge the 
relevance of the community of environmentalists – claiming the movement is dead. 
The issue here is not the climate debate avoiders/deniers but the indifferent – those 
with problems more urgent than that of climate change. In the film there is a 
tendency to show Nordhaus and Schellenberger as negative spirits who damage the 
sense of community and seek to promote their own careers (Nordhaus & 
Shellenberger, 2007). It is clear also that it is not Nordhaus and Schellenberger but 
Hurricane Katrina that brings people to address the subject of climate change, and to 
make statements about the need to know that “someone is taking care of it.”  
The ending of the film is awkward. It tries to rally through the depiction of a 
community demonstration of solidarity in the form of a walk, a common way to signify 
political unity where there is none. The film ends with “time running out.” What we 
see in this film is a tired and fragmenting community looking for ways and means to 
do more than draw attention to itself.  Although this may seem to be a negative 
outcome of the participatory effort, it can be seen as one which is progressive 
because it refuses to make the claim that the future is assured. It shows people 
willing and able to contribute their views, but recognizes that even if the debate is 
started there is not necessarily the sense that “the people” have the solutions. 
  
 
The Documentary Representation of Conflict 
I’d like to finish this presentation with an additional film which I do not discuss in my 
chapter and which perhaps represents a development in environmental documentary 
technique. Veins in the Gulf (Coffman & Hardin, 2011) is about the environmental 
issues currently confronting the US state of Louisiana and its famous river the 
Mississippi. This is a region that has a rich environmental documentary history, being 
the subject of both Pare Lorenz’s The river (Lorenz, 1938) and Robert Flaherty’s 
Louisiana story (Flaherty, 1948).  
The forecast for this region is that large areas of land will soon be lost to the 
water as climate change causes the level of the ocean to rise. The people of the 
region are acutely aware of the consequences of climate change as well as the 
consequences of industrial development having suffered disaster after disaster – oil 
spills, hurricanes, flooding, loss of land. It is a community which has needed some 
concrete strategies in the past and which needs some more for the future. The thesis 
of the film is that all these strategies have environmental consequences. The 
approach towards the strategies put forward remains neutral as a broader view is 
taken. Building the levees to prevent flooding of farming land in the past has led to 
the erosion of the wetlands. Building the levees to prevent storm floods from the 
ocean has led to difficult decisions about when and how to implement them. 
Whatever the solution is for the future, it will have environmental consequences, too.  
Veins in the Gulf is an interesting film in that it does not follow the pattern of the 
activist documentary of the mid 2010s. In many ways it can be described not as a 
film about environmental issues but as an elegy about the history of a relationship 
  
between the people of the region and the place they have chosen to settle. As 
Martha Serpas, the poet and a central figure for the film, puts it:  
Hurricanes are part of the story. And oil gushing all over the Gulf, that’s 
part of the story. But the overall story, the ongoing story is about land loss. 
It’s about living off the land. It’s about watching a community trying to save 
its home (Coffman & Hardin, 2011).  
The film has a complicated structure, creating a tapestry of impressions of the 
people and the landscape, injecting information on the history of the Cajuns as well 
as the Houma, on the languages of the region, on the wildlife, on the rivers, the 
bajous, the different industries (fishing, oil, gas), and so on. The viewer becomes 
aware of each part of the community from its own point of view. Overall, it can be 
read as a film that is a meditation on the process of living, on the interplay between 
the tendency of the Cajun way of life to focus on the here and now, the sense of 
history, and the capacity to plan for the future.   
A significant moment in the film occurs when a consultation about the 
engineering solutions to the flooding of the region is filmed and it is this that I would 
like to focus on in the context of the debate today about participation in the politics of 
climate change. This, of course, is not an interview, but a piece of observational 
filming. The participants are not directing themselves to the camera but to the 
community. Nevertheless some participants then also speak to camera, and, within 
the film as a whole, an interesting relationship is created between the direct interview 
and observational filming, revealing the filmmaker’s interview technique to be 
relatively distanced and distancing: 
May 29 2009 
Meeting Purpose [presented on powerpoint slides] 
  
• Provide information on flood damage risk reduction projects 
that impact residents and businesses in Barataria, Lafitte, Crown 
Point and other areas of lower Jefferson Parish 
• Incorporate feedback into development of the Donaldsonville to 
the Gulf of Mexico Feasibility Study 
Collage of clips of contributions from the floor 
Man in purple shirt: 
Could someone please explain to me and to the audience the 
relationship between the major alignments (= Levees) wherever 
they might be and the subalternatives 
Woman in glasses: 
There are all our neighbours, all our families, all our friends, and 
we want protection for everyone not just partial neighbours  
Man in cap: 
That’s all I got to say is just to take into consideration the further 
south you go with alignment it is probably the best to protect the 
existing areas 
John Lopez, Lake Pontchartrain Basin Foundation 
Before I ask a question I’d first like to ask a question. How many 
people in this room like to eat crabs? How many people in the 
room like to eat shrimps? How many people like to catch red fish? 
All of those species and many more, they are dependent on 
moving from the Gulf and into the estuary. Those species cannot 
climb over a levee. So that is a big part of the consideration, a 
potential trade-off. Putting levees across the basin, across the 
  
estuary, all those species have to somehow get through that 
system.  
Woman in glasses: 
But to say that fish species is more significant than a human 
being. Come on Mr Conservation Man give me a break! First of 
all, if it wouldn’t be for the Baratarians you’d be under the rule of 
the crown right now and speaking the Queen’s English. It’s the 
Baratarians and the fishermens from the Baratarians that made 
this place. [Barataria is a region in Jefferson Parish, Louisiana, 
Bayou Barataria] It’s the Baratarians that go out and get the oil 
and the gas to put in your vehicle but you’re going to say we’re 
insignificant to a fish and a crab and a shrimp. Shame on you! 
God bless you because you need it. Thank you. 
Tim Kerner,  
Mayor Jean Lafitte (from the podium) 
You know for a man to get up, with all these people that lost 
everything so many times and talk so foolish, it’s really a sad 
thing. No, no, [applaus and noise] [inaudible] All that land is dry 
already. The bayou is going to have a floodgate that is only going 
to close during emergencies so it’s a shame for somebody to 
come and say that and I just had to say it. I’m sorry. [applause] 
John Lopez 
I lost my house to Katrina, completely. It was gone. So let’s try 
and keep it, not make it personal, a lot of people have 
experienced a lot of tragedy. I know something about it.  
  
 
After the meeting 
John Lopez 
Actually this is the worst experience I’ve had in terms of that kind 
of audience reaction.  
This issue of these large levees is getting to be growing into a 
larger challenge, I think, for us, and hopefully it doesn’t polarise 
things. We still want to try and barter with people, but obviously 
we saw some of that tonight.  
James Taylor, Army Corps of Engineers: 
Since I’m retiring I can say this. Politics always trumps science 
and engineering, and people need to know that when they are 
building a community consensus for a project.  
In watching this scene it is impossible to get away from the discomfort of this 
exchange which demonstrates the posture and the physicality of disagreement. The 
camera stays with the clash as long as it persists and as it passes it moves back into 
the communities and the landscape. The film allows sympathy for different sides to 
exist as both are community oriented. Although the argument that the natural 
landscape would protect the community in the long term may the preferred one from 
the environmental point of view, the fear of this solution, the sense of sacrifice, the 
defeat of the conventional solution is also clear. Out of this clash comes perhaps a 
better awareness of why deliberation and debate is difficult, rare and only fleetingly 
visible if it does not turn into civil conflict. However, because the film has a historical 
and cultural perspective, the broader painful processes of crisis, struggle, decision 
making, and living with the consequences also become visible as part of the history 
  
and identity of the community. The healing process of storytelling is shown as 
offering consolation but not consensus.  
Ultimately, this clash is shown to be another stage in a process and the 
engineering project that takes place consequently is based not on the plans put 
forward at the meeting but on an experimental process of shifting silt from the bajous 
into the wetlands. It is a solution that manages to combine the arguments about 
preserving and extending the wetlands with the need for a more immediate effort to 
protect homes and livelihoods.  
Conclusion 
As with the aerial shot, the interview creates an attractive perspective that appears to 
reveal the subject for what it is. Like the aerial shot the interview frame both reveals 
and hides the subject because it can only present it from where the camera is 
placed. The interviews in The 11th hour are an attempt to forge consensus out of a 
plethora of voices and images, and optimism out of the demonstration of human 
inventiveness in ideas and commitment. The encounters with people in Everthing’s 
cool make the problems for communication of environmental issues and the 
difficulties of getting genuine participation more visible. In Veins in the Gulf the 
politics of environmental debate is accessed at a time of acute crisis. Within a larger 
politics of community, the problems posed by the rising level of the ocean brings 
about a process of uncovering, accepting and unleashing conflict in the community 
as well as its potential to sustain itself. The energy that this process generates is 
seen as moving the debate forward. The historical context of cultural assimilation is a 
critical part of this process as it speaks of radical upheaval, of economic ups and 
downs, of sequences of tragedy and recovery over decades. The poetry of the film is 
  
that this is not the just a picture of the past but a prediction of the future for the 
region.  
Environmental documentary, as a form with a long history indicated by the 
archive footage in this film, has developed a wealth of resources to deploy and to 
explore the process of political communication, among these aerial shots and 
interviews with participants. Contemporary strategies to create consensus, to 
stimulate participation, and to capture and understand conflict emerge and are 
shaped into the structure of the overall narrative. Environmental crisis has ensured 
that the political project for documentary as a means to foster citizenship has 
survived and the challenges posed have provoked many different creative strategies 
in the effort to find the most productive ways to persist.  
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